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DESCRIPTION 
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X O R I G I N A L  SITE 

-MOVED DATE 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Cooper Union, a s  i t  o r i g i n a l l y  appeared fo l lowing  i t s  completion i n  
1858, w a s  a  f i ve - s to ry ,  brownstone and b r i c k  s t r u c t u r e ,  i r r e g u l a r l y  shaped 
t o  d e r i v e  optimum use  from i t s  i r r e g u l a r l y  shaped p l o t .  The e x t e r i o r  facade  
was I t a l i a n a t e  w i th  a  f u l l  l o g g i a  on t h e  n o r t h  end, a  two-story l o g g i a  on 
t h e  sou th  end and a f i r s t  s t o r y  a r cade  running t h e  per imenter  of t h e  bu i l d ing .  
The arched windows a l t e r n a t e d  rhy thmica l ly  from t h e  f u l l  s t o r y  windows of 
t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r ,  t o  t h e  h a l f  s t o r y  windows of t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r ,  t o  t h e  h a l f  
s t o r y  windows of second and f i f t h  f l o o r s ,  w i th  t h e  l a r g e  two s t o r y  windows 
occupying t h e  t h i r d  and f o u r t h  f l o o r s .  The roof was f l a t  and surmounted by 
a  pa rape t .  One ou t s t and ing  f e a t u r e  of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  was conta ined  i n  t h e  
s t e e l  beam frame of t h e  b u i l d i n g ,  b u i l t  u s ing  t h e  r o l l e d  T-beams of P e t e r  
Cooper's Trenton i r o n  works. These beams were f i r s t  developed by 1854 and were 
c a l c u l a t e d  t o  reduce t h e  danger of s t r u c t u r a l  c o l l a p s e  i n  t h e  event  of f i r e .  
The twenty f o o t  beams were used i n  f l o o r  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  suppo r t i ng  segmental  
b r i c k  a r ches ,  which were then  covered w i t h  conc re t e .  Cast  i r o n  was used 
a s  w e l l ,  i n  t h e  form of columns of vary ing  des ign  which helped suppor t  t h e  
c e i l i n g s .  The founda t ions  of t h e  b u i l d i n g  i t s e l f  were t h r e e - t i e r e d  pyramids 
of g r a n i t e ,  r e s t i n g  on sand.  Although e l e v a t o r s  had n o t  y e t  been p e r f e c t e d ,  
Cooper had t h e  a r c h i t e c t ,  Fred Pe te rson ,  i n c o r p o r a t e  a  c i r c u l a r  e l e v a t o r  
s h a f t  i n  t h e  southwest co rne r  of t h e  b u i l d i n g .  A fan-forced v e n t i l a t i o n  
system was ano the r  innova t ion  which Cooper had i n s t a l l e d  dur ing  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  

The i n t e r i o r  of t h e  Union was given a  r a t h e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  t rea tment  w i t h  
t h e  except ion  of t h e  Great  H a l l  i n  t h e  basement. A t  t h e  t i m e  of i t s  
completion, t h i s  aud i to r ium was t h e  l a r g e s t  i n  t h e  c i t y .  The f i r s t  two 
f l o o r s  were given over  t o  shops and o f f i c e s ,  which r e n t s  were t o  h e l p  fund 
t h e  school .  The t op  t h r e e  f l o o r s  housed t h e  l i b r a r y  c lassrooms,  and s t u d i o s .  
Cooper had envis ioned  a roo f top  garden a t  f i r s t ,  bu t  i n s t e a d  a  succes s ion  
of a d d i t i o n a l  f l o o r s  were added and removed over  t h e  yea r s .  Today t h e r e  
a r e  t h r e e  a d d i t i o n a l  f l o o r s ;  t h e  s i x t h  i s  a f u l l  f l o o r ,  p i e r ced  w i th  s e v e r a l  
s k y l i g h t s ,  c i r c a  1895. The seventh  and e i g h t  f l o o r s  occupy only t h e  
sou thern  end of t h e  b u i l d i n g  and a r e  used f o r  o f f i c e s .  On t h e  e i g h t h  f l o o r  
i s  housed t h e  o r i g i n a l  c lock  (a l though w i t h  an  e l e c t r i c  r a t h e r  than  t h e  
o r i g i n a l  s p r i n g  motor) which f a c e s  down t h e  Bowery. An a d d i t i o n a l  f e a t u r e  
of t h e  b u i l d i n g  was ' - the  sub t e r r anean  v a u l t  under Seventh S t r e e t ,  where 
Cooper had t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  power p l a n t  i n s t a l l e d ,  f o r  s a f e t y ' s  sake.  The 
v a u l t  now houses t h e  s choo l ' s  a i r  cond i t i on ing  p l a n t .  

I n  1972, an  o v e r a l l  renova t ion  of t h e  i n t e r i o r  of  t h e  Union was commenced. 
The sou the rn  end of t h e  b u i l d i n g  was e n t i r e l y  g u t t e d  and r e b u i l t ,  a l though  
t h e  c i r c u l a r  e l e v a t o r  s h a f t  was preserved .  I n  t h e  basement Great H a l l ,  t h e  
s e a t i n g  a r e a  was con t r ac t ed ,  b u t  t h e  o r i g i n a l  p i l l a r s ,  now covered w i th  p l a s t e r ,  
and t h e  o r i g i n a l  s e a t s  were r e i n s t a l l e d .  The o r i g i n a l  s t a g e  was moderately  
widened. A convent iona l  r e c t a n g u l a r  e l e v a t o r  w a s  a l s o  i n s t a l l e d ,  oppos i t e  
t h e  c i r c u l a r  s h a f t .  Wood and c a s t  i r o n  s t r u c t u r a l  members were removed, and 
t h e  f l o o r s  w e r e  covered w i t h  poured conc re t e .  Many of t h e s e  a l t e r a t i o n s  were 
made t o  conform t o  f i r e  s a f e t y  r e g u l a t i o n s .  The sou th  end of t h e  b u i l d i n g  

now c o n t a i n s  o f f i c e s  and g a l l e r y  space.  The library occupies  t h e  r e s t  of t h e  
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The s u c c e s s f u l  es tab l i shment  of Cooper Union marked t h e  f u l f i l l m e n t  of 
P e t e r  Cooper's dream of a f r e e  school  t o  "improve and e l e v a t e  t h e  working 
c l a s s e s  of t h e  C i ty  of New ~ o r k . "  S ince  i t s  opening i n  1858, t h i s  p ioneer  
landmark i n  t h e  p r i v a t e  suppor t  of p u b l i c  educa t ion  has  a l s o  se rved  a s  a 
forum f o r  important  i s s u e s  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of t h e  last  cen tury .  It w a s  
w i t h i n  t h e  Great  Lec ture  H a l l  t h e r e  t h a t  Abraham Lincoln  d e l i v e r e d  t h e  
keynote  address  of h i s  1860 campaign. 

The s ix - s to ry  Cooper Union was designed by F.A. Pe t e r son  w i t h  a mechanical 
v e n t i l a t i n g  system and o t h e r  innova t ions  planned by Cooper h imse l f .  It i s  
l o c a t e d  a t  i t s  o r i g i n a l  s i t e ,  f u l f i l l i n g  i t s  o r i g i n a l  purpose,  a t  Cooper 
Square,  Seventh S t r e e t  and Fourth  Avenue, New York Ci ty .  

HISTORY 

Cooper Union cont inues  today t o  express  i n  p r a c t i c e  t h e  c i v i c  phi losophy 
of t h a t  unique m i l l i o n a r e  and p h i l a n t h r o p i s t ,  P e t e r  Cooper. A s  e a r l y  a s  
1830, b e f o r e  Cooper had ascended t o  t h e  ranks of m i l l i o n a r e s ,  he  was 
cons ider ing  p l ans  f o r  a p u b l i c  i n s t i t u t i o n :  " .... I determined t o  do what 
I could t o  s e c u r e  t o  t h e  youth of  my n a t i v e  c i t y  and count ry  t h e  b e n e f i t s  
of such an i n s t i t u t i o n  ... and throw i t s  doors  open a t  n i g h t  s o  t h a t  boys 

+,vc-,,2*,,,,-.M a,~d_g&,r&~, ,.of t h i s  c i t y ,  who had no b e t t e r  oppo r tun i t y  than  I had t o  enjoy 
i means o£ in format ion ,  would be  enable  t o  improve and b e t t e r  t h e i r  conditchon, 

26w,!''. f i t t i n g % l i  f o r  a l l  t h e  v a r i o u s  and u s e f u l  purposes  of l i f e .  "--1* 
J! * .  . ,  , . 4 .  *?:r?:.t .,,, , 

j 1 : ' " .  Over t h e  nex t  twenty-two y e a r s ,  a s  Cooper cont inued t o  amass one of t h e  
f 
1 - &a&g-ebt ifelrtunes i n  t h e  count ry ,  he  was a l s o  developing schemes f o r  such 

t . ?  

an  school ,  and was s t e a d i l y  a c q u i r i n g  l o t s  on As tor  P l ace ,  between Third and 

a:.' i ! i  

Four th  Avenues. By 1852, t h e  necessary  l and  was assembled and t h e  co rne r s tone  
5 of Cooper Union was l a i d  t h e  fo l lowing  yea r .  

Pub l i c  accep tance  of t h e  Cooper Union was overwhelming from t h e  day i t s  
doors  opened i n  May, 1858. The Union's many r e sou rce s ,  which inc luded  a 
n i g h t  cur r icu lum of courses  i n  chemis t ry ,  e lementary phys i c s ,  mathematics,  
music and drawing, a s  w e l l  a s  a school  of de s ign  f o r  women and t h e  on ly  
l a r g e  and well-stocked l i b r a r y  open t o  t h e  p u b l i c  i n  t h e  c i t y ,  were be ing  
u t i l i z e d  by a s  many a s  t h r e e  thousand pro p k- a week. The wides t  i n f l u e n c e  
however, was genera ted  w i t h i n  t h e  g r e a t  basement Lec tu re  H a l l ,  where prominent 
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first floor, while the seoond through sixth floor* are all occupied 
by studios, classrooms, workshops and other facilities associated with 
the School of Art and Architecture. Alterations in the north end of 
the building were largely confined to repartitioning floorspace and to 
providing modern facilities, such as rest rooms on every floor, instead 
of every other floor. The restoration was completed in time for classes 
to resume in September, 1974. The architect of the restoration was 
Professor John Hejduk, head of the Union's division of architecture. 
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p u b l i c  f i g u r e s  d i scussed  t h e  major i s s u e s  and i d e a s  of t h e i r  t i m e .  It 
was t h e r e  i n  February,  1860 t h a t  Abraham Lincoln d e l i v e r e d  t h e  speech 
which he  l a t e r  c r e d i t e d  wi th  winning him t h e  Presidency.  He was followed 
i n  t ime by such no t ab l e s  a s  Susan B .  Anthony, Horace Greeley,  Mark Twain, 
Ulysses  S .  Grant ,  Robert  I n g e r s o l l ,  V i c t o r i a  Woodhull, Henry Ward Beecher, 
John Tyndal l  and Thomas Huxley. 

The c h a r t e r  of Cooper Union was formulated by P e t e r  Cooper over  t h e  s i x  
yea r s  between t h e  commencement and completion of t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  cons t ruc t i on .  
H$ s o l i c i t e d  adv i ce  from such men a s  F ranc i s  L i ebe r ,  who had planned t h e  
cur r icu lum of Gi ra rd  Col lege ,  Charles  Matkhews, a  t e ache r  of chemis t ry ,  
Alan MacWhorter of Yale ,  and Nahum Capen, t h e  postmaster  of Boston i n  1857 
and a w r i t e r  on educa t ion .  Such i n s t i t u t i o n s  a s  Gi ra rd  Col lege ,  Rensse laer  
and t h e  French Poly technic  were examined a s  w e l l .  Cooper f u r t h e r  a l l oyed  t h e  
concepts  of t h e  educa t i ona l  vanguard w i th  t h e  views garnered from h i s  own 
experfences  a s  a  young man s t r u g g l i n g  t o  succeed i n  New York C i t y ,  t o  produce 
a un2que i n s t i ' t i t i o n .  

A b a s i c  t e n e t  of t h e  Union's educa t i ona l  format was t h e  "union" of a r t  and 
s c i ence .  Cooper hoped t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t  would s t r eng then  h i s  i n t e l l e c t  i n  t h e  
s t udy  of t h e  n a t u r a l  and s o c i a l  s c i ences  and then ,  through t h e  s tudy  of a r t ,  
e n r i c h  h i s  knowledge and e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  s ense s  and s k i l l s ,  w i th  an a p p r e c i a t i o n  
of beauty.  

J u s t  a s  Cooper Union was c r e a t e d  t o  t r a i n  i t s  s t u d e n t s  v o c a t i o n a l l y ,  i t  was 
a l s o  designed t o  p rov ide  moral and s p i r i t u a l  educa t ion .  Although Cooper 
fo rmal ly  espoused no r e l i g i o u s  d o c t r i n e ,  i t  may be t h a t  he  was more concerned 
w i th  t h e  i d e a l  r a t h e r  than  t h e  mundane ends of educa t ion .  H i s  exper ience  
d i c t a t e d  t h a t  i n  t h i s  l and  of l i m i t l e s s  oppo r tun i t y ,  a  man o r  woman needed 
on ly  s k i l l s  and s e l f - r e l i a n c e  t o  succeed. Cooper Union con t inues  today t o  
p rov ide  s o l u t i o n s  t o  t h e s e  needs.  

For a  q u a r t e r  of a  c en tu ry ,  u n t i l  h i s  dea th  i n  1883, s c a r c e l y  a  day went 
by t h a t  d i d  n o t  f i n d  P e t e r  Cooper i n  t h e  h a l l s  of h i s  Union, where he  
a t t ended  c l a s s e s  and t a l k e d  w i th  s t u d e n t s ,  workers and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  
a l i k e .  It was Abram Hewit t ,  h i s  son-in-law, however, t oge the r  w i th  t h e  
Board of T rus t ee s ,  who h e l d  t h e  economic and manageria l  r e i n s  of t h e  school .  
Cooper nonthe lkss  was s t i l l  i n  f l u e n t i a l  i n  gu id ing  t h e  o v e r a l l  p o l i c y  and 
i n  i n t roduc ing  new programs and f e a t u r e s .  

Although Cooper had planned t o  r e l y  on r e n t s  and p u b l i c  dona t ion  t o  main ta in  
t h e  school ,  he and h i s  family were f r e q u e n t l y  c a l l e d  upon t o  b o l s t e r  f i nances .  
It was n o t  u n t i l  a f t e r  Cooper's dea th  t h a t  s u f f i c i e n t  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  were made 
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t o  a l low f o r  t h e  removal of t h e  commercial a c t i v i t i e s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  two 
f l o o r s  of t h e  b u i l d i n g .  Cooper Union has  cont inued t o  r e c e i v e  endowments 
which have enabled t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  t o  expand i t s  curr iculum and main ta in  
a  h igh  s t anda rd  6f educa t i ona l  exce l l ence  a s  i t  now e n t e r s  i t s  second 
cen tury  of p u b l i c  s e r v i c e .  Although i t  no longer  houses t h e  school  i n  
i t s  entir*, t h e  o r i g i n a l  b u i l d i n g  of t h e  Cooper Union cont inues  t o  
s t and  a s  a  l i v i n g  memorial t o  i t s  founder ,  who expressed throughout h i s  
l i f e  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t :  

The produc t ion  of wea l th  i s  n o t  t h e  work of any one 
man, and t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  of g r e a t  f o r t u n e s  i s  no t  p o s s i b l e  
wi thout  t h e  coopera t ion  of mu l t i t udes  of men; and ... 
t h e r e f o r e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  whose l o t  t h e s e  f o r t u n e s  
f a l l  . . . should never  l o s e  s i g h t  of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a s  
they  ho ld  them by t h e  w i l l  of s o c i e t y  expressed i n  
s t a t u t e  law, s o  they  should admin i s t e r  them a s  t r u s t e e s  
f o r  t h e  b e n e f i t  of s o c i e t y  a s  i n c u l c a t e d  by moral 
law. 2 

1. P e t e r  Cooper, quoted i n ,  P e t e r  Lyon, P e t e r  Cooper, t h e  Honest Man 
(Reprinted from American Her i t age ,  v o l .  10 ,  No. 2 ,  February,  1959) 
p.  8. 

2 .  P e t e r  Cooper, quoted i n  P e t e r  Cooper, t h e  Honest Man, p. 1 


